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1. Introduction 
In this paper, we investigate the relationship between the familiarity of a plant and the 
amount of lexical variation that is found per plant. Previous research has suggested 
that concepts that are more familiar tend to show a smaller amount of lexical variation: 
a smaller number of different lexemes occur for more familiar concepts and the 
lexemes are scattered in a more homogeneous way throughout the dialect region 
(Geeraerts & Speelman, 2010; Speelman & Geeraerts, 2008; Swanenberg, 2000). 
Furthermore, a study on the amount of variation in names for plants in the dialects of 
Dutch spoken in Flanders (i.e. the northern part of Belgium) indicated that plants that 
grow more frequently in a particular dialect area will show a smaller amount of lexical 
variation in dialect dictionaries (Franco & Geeraerts, forthcoming). In this paper, we 
aim to provide further evidence for this finding by approaching it from a pan-European 
perspective.  
More specifically, we rely on data from two different language regions, viz. the dialects 
of Dutch spoken in Flanders and the Bavarian dialects of Austria. We use digitized 
databases of large-scale dictionaries that are available for these dialect regions and 
link them up with referential botanical data on plant frequency. We aim to show that 
the methodology that is used to analyze the amount of variation in plant names in 
Dutch can be useful for distinguishing patterns of lexical variation in a pan-European 
perspective. 
2. Results Dutch data 
In Franco & Geeraerts (forthcoming), the digitized databases of the chapter on Flora 
of three dialect dictionaries of Dutch are used, viz. the Dictionary of the Brabantic, 
Limburgish and Flemish dialects (WBD; WLD; WVD). First, the lexical variants for 
plants that occur in all three of these dictionaries were collected (N = 137 plants). In 
addition, referential data was obtained from an atlas that contains information about 
the natural frequency of plants in the Flemish part of Belgium (Van Landuyt et al., 
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2006). These referential data are used to gauge how familiar a plant is in the language 
area under investigation. In a next step, the referential plant occurrence data were 
linked to the dialect data via the scientific names of the plants and the locations were 
the plants were recorded. As a result, a dataset is created that combines linguistic and 
referential data: it contains information about how frequently each plant grows in a 
particular region and how much lexical variation (a.o. measured in the form of a 
type-token ratio (TTR)) is found for the plant under scrutiny (see Table 1 for an 
example of the data set). 
plantname Dutch scientific name 
natural 
frequency 
total number  
of different 
lexemes 
total 
number of 
records TTR 
klaproos papaver rhoeas 859 13 41 0.317 
klit arctium minus 750 13 52 0.250 
klimop hedera helix 888 10 66 0.152 
kleefkruid galium aparine 964 9 46 0.196 
koekoeksbloem lychnis flos-cuculi 717 14 35 0.400 
zwarte nachtschade solanum nigrum 934 22 41 0.537 
Table 1: Example dataset, combining the natural frequency of a plant (column 3) and the 
amount of lexical variation per plant, in the form of a type-token ratio (column 6). 
 
Using this dataset, a quantitative analysis, in which we aggregated over all the plants, 
was conducted to discover whether plants that occur more frequently show a smaller 
amount of lexical variation. The results obtained by using Spearman’s rank correlation 
test, indeed reveal that a significant negative correlation can be found between the 
natural frequency of a plant and the amount of variation in the names that are used to 
refer to the plant. An explanation for finding such a correlation can, for example, be 
that when language users come into contact with a plant more often, they will 
communicate about the plant more frequently and, consequently, converge on a 
smaller amount of different names for the plant. However, other explanations can be 
envisaged as well.  
3. Expanding on the Dutch data: interlinking Dutch and Bavarian 
dialectal plant name data 
Building on the results for the Dutch dialect data, in this paper we aim to determine 
whether further evidence for the negative correlation between plant frequency and 
lexical variation can be found. More specifically, the next step in the study is to interlink 
the Dutch dialect data with the plant data that is available in the Datenbank der 
bairischen Mundarten in Österreich (DBÖ). This interlinking will be done using the 
scientific names of the plants that are available in the DBÖ and that are already added 
to the Dutch dataset.  
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Interlinking the Dutch and Bavarian data will open up different pespectives. First, we 
aim to establish that a stable methodology can be used to analyze dialect data that 
come from different sources. This will allow us to confirm that a negative correlation 
can be found between the frequency of a particular plant in a particular region and the 
amount of lexical variation that is found, not only in the dialects spoken in Flanders, 
but also in other European regions. Second, interlinking the data can serve as a step 
towards a pan-European perspective on the link between biodiversity and lexical 
variation. This perspective was first taken up in the workshop Biodiversity and 
linguistic diversity: Linked Open Data 4 Living Organisms that was organized in 
Vienna in December 2015 and it is also closely related to the Biodiversity and 
Linguistic Diversity Project.1 Third, by lining up with the Biodiversity and Linguistic 
Diversity Project, cultural information will become available as well. Such cultural or 
folkloristic information can provide further insight into plant name variation. For 
example, in the dialects of Limburg many of the dialectal names that are used to refer 
to the lime tree can possibly be interpreted etymologically as referring to the flexibility 
of the wood or of the bark of the lime tree (see Franco & Geeraerts, forthcoming). This 
etymological relation probably has to do with the fact that the wood and bark of this 
tree were, in this dialect region, often used for artefacts like basketwork or wooden 
wheels. 
In a next phase, other (European) data can be added to the database as well via the 
COST ENel network. This will allow for a pan-European perspective on the 
relationship between referential data (viz. data having to do with biodiversity), cultural 
data and linguistic data. Furthermore, by sharing methodologies to analyze similar 
types of data, we can obtain further insight into differences and similarities that can be 
found in the structure of lexical variation throughout Europe.  
4. Conclusion 
In sum, this paper will, on the one hand, provide an overview of the interlinking of 
Dutch and Bavarian dialect data. On the other hand, we will discuss some of the 
results that will be obtained on the basis of this large, pan-European data set. We aim 
to show that applying the same methodology to the Dutch and Bavarian data will 
deliver similar results. 
  
                                                          
1 for more information, see https://reconcile.eos.arz.oeaw.ac.at/ 
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